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Abstract 
 
In my thesis I look into the case of modernist mass housing estates. They 
appear as a typological, functional and visual anomaly relative to the 
traditional urban fabric of European urban centers, as a world of its own or a 
city inside of a city.  
How to cope with their current state of decay and social issues associated 
with often low-income populations is an issue on the rise, thus I examine the 
current prevailing approaches to interventions, as well as their causes and 
consequences.  
I apply the outcomes of my research through design for the case of Norsborg 
in Botkyrka, a modernist housing estate on the outskirts of Stockholm built 
during the Milljonprogrammet era. Through my design, I seek to find the 
underestimated values of the place that enable us to build on them, to raise 
the bar of quality of the environment from minimal to optimal. 
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Introduction 
 
“Accept the reality that exists—only in that way have we any prospect of 
mastering it, taking it in hand, and altering it to create a culture that offers an 
adaptable tool for life.” (Asplund, Gahn, Markelius, Paulsson, Sundahl, Ahren, 
2008) 
 
 
This quote taken from Acceptera (1931), Swedish modernist manifesto 
illustrates the ultimate intention of its authors, leading figures in their fields at 
the time. The aim of these modernists was to uplift thousands of people from 
material poverty and guarantee standard of healthy and pleasant life. 
However it was not only composed of the now so parrot-fashion repeated 
aspects as light, air ventilation and such but as this quote reveals, the 
purpose was to create a culture as such.  
 
Is there a mention in the manifesto of the utmost importance of now so 
characteristic form? Strict instructions concerning the size of the bathroom ? 
Or to avoid colour by all means possible? 
Modernist housing estates should be understood as products of certain era 
and thus of interwoven influences such as economics, politics, available 
technological means etc. and not as a prior examples of modernism as such.  
Because indeed the true aim of modernist housing estates got lost in 
translation, policies and budgets.  
 
Today, in times of housing shortages, environmental sustainability and 
financial restrains we, public same as professionals of varied fields, are trying 
the reconsider these settlements and their potential. 
 
In this paper I will look into the case of intervention into modernist housing 
estates. It is divided into two main parts – research and conceptual design. 
Firstly will further look into the typically assumed issues they present, then 
examine the current trends and prevailing approaches of regeneration. 
Secondly, in the conceptual design part, I will apply my findings onto an 
example of Norsborg in Stockholm, Sweden. 
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1.1 Background and Precedent Studies 
 
In case of modernist housing estates, everybody seems to know their issues. 
They are segregated from the city, meaning that the pedestrian and other 
traffic infrastructure is insufficient (Koolhaas, Mau, 1998). They are 
monofunctional and thus they resemble dormitories more then 
neighbourhoods. Their typology is uniform thus they make orientation and 
navigation hard. They lack public spaces, and are car-oriented (Kohout, 
Tichý, Tittl, Kubánková, Doležalová, Míka, Paton,2014). The housing units, 
apartments lack variation and are predominantly aimed at nuclear families, 
they do not provide for various other lifestyles (Druot, Lacaton, Vassall, 2007). 
The uniformity of the built environment results in missing hierarchy of the 
streets and identity (Gehl Architects, 2014). 
Unnoticeable edges of private and public contribute to the confusion.  
Not to mention the overall feeling of decay.   
 
These problems are treated on case-by-case basis but given the examples I 
was able to categories most of them in a figure 1. First column from left 
represents structural means of intervention – demolition, addition or 
renovation. Second column the functional side – public space, housing or 
services. Third column divides the cases into either exterior or interior based. 
Last column into top down and thus permanent manner of implementation or 
bottom up and thus predominantly of temporary character.  

These are naturally found in combinations.  
deFlat by NL Architects, Netherlands renovated current housing units in more 
of a bottom-up way, while massive modernist structures in Killburn, London 
were demolished to make way for new low density housing development Ely 
court by Alison Brooks Architects in top-down manner. Swedish office Spridd 
added a mosque, cultural centre to Rinkeby in Sweden. Other firms such as 
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now famous Lacaton Vassal focus more on reclaiming modernism - renovation 
of old housing, adding variations to housing units and devoting ground and 
first floor to public services. Rosens Roda Matta and Ortagadstorget in Malmo 
seek to provide missing public spaces to Rosengard in participatory way. 
Superkillen, public spaces provided by  Authorities in Copenhagen works 
more as a touristic attraction than playground in the heart of neighbourhood. 
Elin Strand Ruin works in Husby and other deprived Miljonprogrammet 
neighbourhoods in Stockholm and tried to create public space in a 
placemaking participatory way. 
 
These examples can be further summarized in 4 categories presented in 
figure 2, form or process based and either small or large in scale. In terms of 
form the projects focus either on the housing structure itself or exterior, 
specific public space. This approach is represented in large scale in 
masterplans that either massively densify or add infrastructure loosing the 
detail of single building or of single playground.  
Process based examples such as works of Erin Strand Ruin (in small scale) 
are less oriented on concrete physical outcome, but more on sociological 
aspect of bringing residents out to public space to be active. In large scale 
this category could be represented by organised public disobedience or 
policies that seek to enforce change of the demographic makeup.  
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1.2 Concept 
 
Firstly, the issue with all of these examples is that they are partial solutions. 
The problem is the singularity of all of them and lack of complexity. 
 
Moreover, these partial ready-made solutions that do not stem and reflect site-
specific problems.  found is a problem with all these examples is that these 
are all answers to questions that no one had asked. To what problems are 
these right solutions?  
 
Why are we doing it, what is the aim?  
For whom? 
What is missing? 
 
The missing qualities can be illustrated by a movie Mon Oncle by Jacques 
Tati (1958). He criticises modernist architecture by comparing the artificiality 
of a modern villa with the messiness of everyday life in a traditional urban 
setting. What is he trying to show us is that the soul of urban life is in people 
meeting, talking and even arguing but ultimately communicating. What is 
missing is the everyday encounters of people.  
 
The form of housing estates is not the issue as such, but a combination of 
factors prevents residents randomly meeting each other, not to mention 
residents and strangers.  
Many of the examples I briefly mentioned seek profit or fame and not uplifting 
the everyday lives of people, they do not consider the needs of current 
residents. 
 
The aim is to nudge a process that leads to a neighbourhood that current 
resident can be proud of.    
 
The actual problem is the non-existent feeling of ownership caused two main 
factors. The residents feeling left out of decision-making and creative process, 
since the apartments were simply assigned to them. Secondly, the lack of 
public spaces favouring daily encounters of strangers. Thus we should 
provide a framework for architecture of social engagement and varied public 
spaces.  
In the next part, I will apply these findings on a case study, Norsborg.  
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1.3 Case study: Norsborg 
 
Norsborg is a Miljonprogrammet area in Botkyrka municipality built in 1960’s 
housing around 20 000 people, of which 80% is foreign-born. Main pedestrian 
path is on the edge dividing the housing area and services and two metro 
entrances connecting the suburbs to Stockholm. Despite the evident 
importance this main path feels more as a backstreet of the few amenities, 
cluttered with parking lots. The mentioned amenities are two schools and and 
a coffee shop, other necessities such as pharmacy or grocery store are in a 
shopping mall. 
 
Is simply adding more services to the path the answer? The truth is that 
shopping malls provide variety of functions, but these do not create diverse 
public sauces available to everyone. Their corridors do not work as optional 
routes, they do not facilitate random everyday encounters of residents. 
 
Looking into examples of great public spaces around the world, such as 
Israles plads in Copenhagen, Place de Geroges Pompidou or 
Observatorielunden in Stockholm and find what they have in common, we 
would find that they are all determined by the functions of the buildings 
framing them and that their size and enclosure results in varied level of 
privacy.  
 
Sensible attaching of one function to distinct other certainly helps to nudge 
people to meet, which might not happen otherwise. For example placing the 
kindergarden to the nursing home brings joy both to the kids, elderly and the 
middle-aged.  
 
Thus in the first part, large scale, of the design work I distributed much need 
amenities along the main pedestrian path, these then create public spaces. I 
mixed these in such a way that they would make the random encounter most 
probable. To create varied public spaces in size, scale and enclosure I 
created a framework for social engagement architecture – small plots that 
would gradually fill in the gap along the pedestrian path. 
 
 
Then I designed four public spaces that could be find along the pedestrian 
path. They are almost the same in size but, varied in function, scale, enclosure 
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and level of privacy. They are to serve as a proof that to facilitate a sense of 
ownership one has to first provide residents with primary places, created with 
human scale and user experience in mind, but most importantly these will only 
work once they are closely intertwined with the structure and its functions. 
These public spaces are of course framed by different buildings with different 
functions that are encouraged to use the hybrid zone, the edge of the space, 
however the absolutely crucial point is that the main area is public, available 
to everyone at all times.  
 
Naturally the private allotment gardens are not, but otherwise the semi-private 
and semi-public is determined by tools such as enclosure and greenery than 
by gated and walls.  
 
Jan Gehl identified 12 keys aspects that determine the success of public 
space – whether it is used regularly or not – feeling safe, secure, comfortable; 
opportunity to sit, walk, talk, listen and see. Opportunity to enjoy the positive 
aspects of climate and positive sensory experience (Gehl, 2014). 
 
The bench is the basic point of encounter thus it should be most favourable to 
it. Thus in every public sauce I used the same type – very wide wooden one 
that could be sat on from both sides (Whyte, 2014). 
 
 
 
These places can be described by scenarios of encounters of each of them. 
 
1. Petanque pitch  
 
Anna is on her way to the post office, when she spotts people playing chess 
on a terrace. Intrigued she goes on to realize there is a giant chess set. She 
decides to sit on a bench and stay for a bit. 
 
Lars feels lonely and wants to talk to someone. So he goes to the petanque 
pitch and in a while starts to chat with a young couple that just moved in, 
sitting on the same bench. 
 
Saga and Henrik just moved in to the neighbourhood and do not know 
anyone. They have coffee and go sit down and enjoy the sun when they meet 
an elderly resident, who is happy to show them around. 
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2. Courtyard 
Elsa and Oskar just started to date and are head over heels in love. They 
sneaked out together and kiss, hidden in the shadow of pergola and flowers, 
so they parents would not see them. 
 
Alva is tired because her baby would not stop crying last night. Her mom is 
looking after the baby now, so she can get some peace and quiet in her 
favourite spot. 
 
Nils is in the neighbourhood just for the meeting. He went for a walk after 
lunch and saw the garden. So he decided to linger for a while and enjoy the 
sun, sound of the water and noises of the distant street and children playing 
nearby in the courtyard. 
 
3. Circle stage 
Linnea left work early to get her son from his violin lesson. He felt encouraged 
by the teacher so he bravely shows his mom what he had learnt that day on 
spot. She is very proud of him. 
 
Arvid is sad, because his favourite teacher put him on a spot and he did not 
know the answer to the question. He is feeling down as he leaves the uni, but 
the sound of the violin cheers him up. 
 
Gustav is coming home from a trip and realizes that his wife has birthday 
today just as he sees the flowers in a florist store. He forgot! He buys her 
flowers ad happy goes home. 
 
4. Corner square 
Albin decides that this is his cheat and goes out to get ice cream. He ends up 
chatting with a guy who is on the square with his daughter. They both agree 
that dieting is stupid. 
Johan takes his daughter Greta to the playground. He bought a second hand 
book called ‘against everything’ on the way and talk about it’s topic with an 
elderly guy by the water. 
 
Andreas is on his way to the library, but decides to postpone it since the 
apples outside the store looked so fresh and juicy. He eats it by the water 
underneath the trees, until some kid splashes water on him. Annoyed he 
leaves. 
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Conclusion 
 
In this paper I looked into the case of intervention into modernist housing 
estates. It is divided into two main parts – research and conceptual design. 
Firstly focused on the typically assumed issues they present, then examine 
the current trends and prevailing approaches of regeneration. Secondly, in 
the conceptual design part, I applied my findings onto an example of 
Norsborg in Stockholm, Sweden.  
 
I focused on the issue of the resident’s lack of ownership. Basis of my work 
seeked to embrace the complexity of the problem rather than focus on the 
specific concrete ones, as in my opinion, fixing the building that is 
disconnected from its surroundings does not do/cut it. I worked on two scales, 
masterplan to create a framework for social engagement architecture. On 
small scale I zoomed in and showed examples of 4 primary public spaces 
that would favour the everyday encounters of strangers, which is a crucial 
aspect missing from modernist housing estates. 
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